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ABSTRACT. As part of the water planning process in
Georgia, stakeholders and members of the public were
able to comment on draft regional water plans in May
and June of 2011. Allowing public comments on draft
plans was one of the last steps before each region
finalized their plans and submitted them to the Georgia
Environmental Protection Division (GA EPD). Public
comments were the primary way for the public and
stakeholders to voice concerns about the proposed rules
and the planning process before each plan was finalized.
In addition, the comments served as way for stakeholders
and the public to attempt to change the newly proposed
institutional arrangements for water in the state. The
findings of this study reveal that the main concerns the
public raised about the planning and policymaking
process were council issues, the way information was
provided, geographic boundary problems, stakeholder
issues, and problems with GA EPD.

regions. Commenters included riverkeeper groups,
industrial interest groups, agriculture interest groups,
individuals, and cities – among others. With Georgia’s
regional water planning in mind, this study attempts to
answer the following research question: What concerns
were raised during the public commenting period about
the planning process?
Examining public comments is just one aspect of
understanding the overall water planning process in
Georgia. However, understanding the concerns raised
during the public commenting period can inform future
water policymaking in the United States. Because
Georgia’s water planning may be attempted in other
southeastern states such as South Carolina, examining the
process will inform policymakers who might apply
similar water planning in other states.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND THEORY
BACKGROUND
In 2008, Georgia’s General Assembly adopted the
Georgia Comprehensive State-wide Water Management
Plan. The plan required an assessment of the state’s
water resources, forecasts of future demand, and the
creation of regional water plans.
The resource
assessments and forecasted demands were needed to
create the comprehensive plans for ten regions in the
state. The ten regional plans were created by councils
whose members were appointed by the Governor,
Lieutenant Governor, or Speaker of the House. Each
council had to seek public input throughout the planning
process. Once water resource plans for the ten regions
were drafted, public comments regarding the draft plans
were submitted to the Georgia Environmental Protection
Division (GA EPD) from May 9 to June 23, 2011.
Comments about the draft plans were submitted to
GA EPD by at least 52 different groups and individuals.
Some comments were directed at specific planning
regions but other comments were for all ten

As stakeholder input and collaboration in decisionmaking has become more complex, scholars have
attempted to better understand the institutional
arrangements and processes in which collaboration
occurs (Innes and Booher, 2010). One institution
growing in popularity to govern water resources is
collaborative watershed management (Sabatier et al.,
2005). Generally speaking, collaborative watershed
management includes coordination between agencies and
allowing stakeholders to discuss watershed issues that
affect them (Duram and Brown 1999, p 455).
To better understand collaborative watershed
management, Sabatier et al. (2005, p 14) outline a broad
theoretical framework. Sabatier et al.’s framework
provides an overview of the variables that influence
collaborative watershed arrangements, but the approach
is incomplete and needs further theoretical underpinning
(Sabatier et al., 2005, p 173). Thus, the social-ecological
systems (SES) framework will be synthesized with
Sabatier et al.’s collaborative watershed approach to
frame this study (Ostrom, 1999).

An SES is defined as “an ecological system
intricately linked with and affected by one or more social
systems” (Anderies et al. 2004, p 3). Ostrom (2009, p
419) identifies the conditions that create an SES: the
social, political, and economic settings. These settings
provide a background for the main variables at play in
SESs: the resource systems, resource units, the
governance systems, and users (Ostrom 2009, p 419). In
Georgia’s case, the resource system would be the state’s
surface and groundwater systems, the resource unit
would be the water itself, the governance systems would
be the state laws and regional plans being created, and
the users would include everyone in the state that uses
water. All of these variables (the resource systems,
resource units, the governance systems, and users)
interact to create outcomes for the SESs (Ostrom 2009, p
419). The outcomes then create feedback loops that
affect the SES variables (Ostrom 2009, p 419).
In addition, Ostrom suggests examining the three
levels of rules at play in an SES: constitutional-choice
rules, collective-choice rules, and operational rules
(Ostrom 1990, p 50-52; Ostrom 1999, p 44-46). At the
constitutional-choice level, overarching rules are
established to determine who can participate and to
institute procedures that will be used to create collectivechoice rules (Ostrom 1990, p 52-53; Ostrom 1999, p 4446). Policies are created to manage the resource at the
collective-choice level (Ostrom 1990, p 52-53; Ostrom
1999, p 44-46). Lastly, rules are established that govern
actors’ daily activities at the operational level (Ostrom
1990, p 52-53; Ostrom 1999, p 44-46).
Overall, the collaborative watershed management
approach and SES framework reveal how Georgia’s
constitutional-level rules act as one of the contextual
variables that defines how each regional water council is
formed and the practices and procedures that must be
observed during the policymaking process. In addition,
the procedures used to create collective-choice rules in
Georgia act as a process to create institutions for
collaborative watershed management. This process
dictates who is allowed to comment and how the
collective-choice rules are formed. In Georgia, public
comments were the primary way to raise concerns about
the constitutional-level procedures and proposed
collective-choice rules, so stakeholders submitted
comments in an attempt to change parts of the
institutional arrangements that concerned them.

METHODS
The data for this study is a collection of public
comments submitted during the water policymaking
process in the State of Georgia. Specifically, the

comments were submitted about the draft plans to the
GA EPD from May 9, 2011 to June 23, 2011 and are
available on their website for review (Comments, 2011).
Comments about the draft plans were submitted to GA
EPD by at least 52 different groups and individuals for a
total of 282 pages of comments.
In order to analyze the public comments, coding was
performed. The first step in the coding process was to
precode the text. Precoding entailed highlighting text
that warranted attention (Saldaña 2009, p 16). In this
case, text was highlighted any time a commenter
discussed a concern about the planning process. Once the
precoding was finished, each line in the 282 pages of
comments was descriptively coded to detect patterns of
concerns held by commenters. Descriptive coding allows
researchers to discover the topics discussed in a text
(Saldaña 2009). These topics were then aggregated into
categories inductively derived from the data (Bidwell and
Ryan 2006, p 832; Jewell and Bero 2006, p 635).
For example, text was highlighted whenever
commenters discussed concerns about the policy process
(i.e., highlighted text was coded as “process” if the
commenter was discussing concerns about the way the
plans were made). After process codes were applied,
categories were given to the process codes to specify the
items of concern about the planning process. For
example, if a commenter discussed how he was
concerned about the time allotted for the entire planning
process, then that comment would be coded, “process –
time allotment.” A list or codebook was created
throughout the process so that codes and categories were
consistently applied.

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
The main concerns raised about the planning process
included council issues, the way information was
provided, geographic boundary problems, stakeholder
issues, and problems with the GA EPD.
Council Issues
Each of the ten planning regions in Georgia contained
a council with members appointed by the Governor,
Lieutenant Governor, or Speaker of the House. One of
the concerns raised during the public commenting period
was committee member bias.
For example, one
commenter was concerned that women and minorities
were underrepresented in the councils. In addition, there
was a concern that a spectrum of water interests needed
to be represented on the subcommittees formed by the
councils. Also, there was a concern that EPD and its
contractors "put words in the mouths" of council
members. Lastly, there was a concern that the council

did not want to make water planning changes and
instead, wanted to use more water.
Similar to committee bias, there was a concern raised
that the councils allowed items in the plans that were not
agreed upon. For example, one commenter noted that
aquifer storage and recovery, IBTs, and large scale
reservoir storage did not receive more than minority
support but were included in the plan.
In addition to concerns about bias, the future of the
councils and their roles in water planning were discussed.
For example, one commenter was concerned that future
research and financial needs of regional councils were
not discussed during the planning process. Also, there
was a concern about the perception that people might
have when reading the plans – specifically, that people
may think time was spent on some topics because they
are in plan, when in fact not much time was spent
discussing those topics. Also, some commenters were
concerned about the information used by council
members to create the plans.
For example, two
commenters were concerned that councils relied on
inadequate energy sector water demand forecasts for the
state.
Information Problems
While some commenters were concerned about the
councils and their use of information, others were
concerned with the overall ways that information was
provided. For instance, several commenters complained
that information such as resource assessments, water
quality model outputs, and assimilative capacity
assessments were provided late in planning process.
Another complained that the information provided to
councils was poorly organized. Other commenters were
concerned about how information would be used in the
future. For example, at least two commenters noted that
one of the water plans should be amended to
accommodate the actual facts and operating procedures
when an Army Corps Water Control Plan is released.
Geographic Boundary Problems
Many commenters had concerns about the way the
planning regions were geographically delineated. One
commenter noted that the planning regions were a
“willful disregard of natural watersheds” and therefore
were prone to future disputes over allocations. One of the
concerns with the planning region boundaries was the
need to reach beyond political barriers. For example, one
commenter wanted a particular plan to incorporate parts
of the Metro District. Overall, commenters argued that
the planning regions’ boundaries were cause for concern.
Another geographic concern commonly raised was
planning nodes. Planning nodes and associated gauges
were used to provide an overview of water supply. Many
commenters noted that planning nodes were poorly

chosen (or chosen arbitrarily) and caused improper
analysis of water supply to occur; one commenter even
argued that knowledge of flow conditions was lacking
and should be re-evaluated. Overall, the concern with
planning nodes and the location of gauges was a cause
for concern because the data collected from them was
used for baseline assessments.
Yet another geographic concern was the scale of
planning that took place. One commenter stated that the
state needed to think more regionally when it came to
water supply.
Stakeholder Issues
In addition to geographic concerns, there were
concerns about who was involved in the planning process
and how they were involved.
For example, one
commenter argued that only stakeholders who would
implement management practices were contacted.
Several commenters argued that representation was
needed from scientific, academic, environmental, and
conservation communities during the planning process.
In addition, there were arguments that the planning
process and plans themselves needed to fairly represent
all stakeholders (including those out-of-state and in
Atlanta). Additionally, a commenter complained that
public input was limited at certain council meetings.
While lack of public input was one concern, another was
that some stakeholders who should have been part of the
process did not seem to be engaged.
Information-sharing was also an issue as one
commenter noted that local governments needed the GIS
data used during the planning process.
Another
stakeholder issue was finding ways to make the plans fair
to everyone. For example, one commenter wanted to
make sure that the proposed flows in the plans were fair
to all stakeholders. Also a stakeholder issue, some
commenters argued about the need to work with other
states during the water planning process. For example,
one commenter argued that Georgia needed to work with
Alabama, and several others argued that the Tri-State
Water Wars need to be settled.
Problems with GA EPD
Because the finalized regional water plans will be
enforced by GA EPD, their role in the planning process
was heavily scrutinized by stakeholders. At times,
commenters wanted GA EPD to clarify information, such
as the future role of regional water management councils,
the coordination of regional councils' future plans, and
consistent use of definitions of key terms in plans.
At other times, commenters raised concerns about
the information GA EPD provided during the planning
process. For instance, one commenter was concerned
that water plans did not offer a full picture of future
water consumption because of the agency’s selective

inclusion of only certain types of thermoelectric power
plants. There were also concerns about GA EPD’s future
actions with respect to the planning process. For
example, one commenter was concerned about using
unimpaired flows in water resource assessments for fear
of them becoming part of the GA EPD permitting
requirements.
In addition to concerns about the future, there were
concerns about the influence GA EPD had during the
process. For example, one commenter was concerned
that GA EPD inserted management option
recommendations into regional plans not supported by
members. While some commenters were concerned
about the influence GA EPD had, others wanted the
agency to exert their authority concerning certain
matters. For example, one commenter urged GA EPD to
support and defend adequate flows for Middle
Chattahoochee. Some commenters also discussed the
need for GA EPD to fund and conduct further studies
needed to inform the planning process. For example, one
commenter wanted studies that would lead to a more
protective instream flow policy for the future.
There were also a myriad of concerns about GA
EPD’s water permitting. For instance, two commenters
were concerned about GA EPD continuing to issue
groundwater permits in the lower Flint. Also related to
permitting, a commenter argued that GA EPD should
develop a watershed-based permitting framework.

CONCLUSIONS
The findings of this study showed that the main
concerns the public raised about the planning and
policymaking process were council issues, the way
information was provided, geographic boundary
problems, stakeholder issues, and problems with the GA
EPD. With council issues, the main concerns were
committee member bias, the councils allowing items in
the plans that were not agreed upon, the future roles of
councils in the planning process, and the information the
councils used to create the plans. Information problems
during the planning process included data not being
provided in a timely and organized manner and concerns
about plans not incorporating new information in the
future. For geographic boundary problems, many
commenters were unhappy with the ways the planning
regions were mapped, the way planning nodes were
chosen, and the scale of water planning. Stakeholder
issues consisted of concerns about how stakeholders
were included, fairness of representation, informationsharing, and the need to work with other states. Lastly,
problems with GA EPD included the need to clarify or
provide better information, concerns about future actions,
the amount of influence the agency held, the need for the

agency to exert authority for certain matters, the need to
fund and conduct further studies, and concerns about
permitting.
This study is only the first step in understanding the
collaborative nature of this water planning and
policymaking process. Future studies need to focus on
how the concerns raised by stakeholders were used to
inform new policies and plans. While understanding the
extent to which public participation has been a part of the
planning process is beyond the scope of this paper, this
study attempts to begin understanding the concerns
raised, which can later be used as a part of a larger
examination of stakeholder inclusion in Georgia’s water
planning process.
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